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Alester G. Furman Ill's visionary leadership a lasting legacy 
When Alester Garden Furman Ill died 
June 9 at the age of 89, a colleague described 
him as "a giant. " 
And indeed he was, in many ways-
as a businessman, philanthropist, gentleman 
and friend. 
The great-great-great grandson of Richard 
Furman, the university's founder, Alester G. 
Furman III was a graduate of Amherst College 
who earned an MBA degree from Harvard 
Business School. After service in the Marine 
Corps during World War II, he joined his father, 
Alester G. Furman, Jr., as a partner in the Furman 
Company, a Greenville investment, insurance 
and real estate firm. 
In addition to serving on a host of business, 
cultural and civic boards in Greenville, he 
followed in the tradition of his father and grand­
father and provided invaluable guidance to 
Furman University. Just as the current campus 
is in many ways a testimony to the leadership of 
his father, many of its buildings are an enduring 
tribute to his own insight and aesthetic sense. 
Furman awarded him an honorary Doctor 
of Humanities degree in 1999. Furman Mall 
is named for him and his wife, Mary Simms 
Oliphant Furman, as is a scholarship established 
by their four daughters. Memorials may be made 
to the Alester G. Furman III and Mary Simms 
0. Furman Scholarship Fund at Furman, 3300 
Poinsett Highway, Greenville, S.C. 29613, 
or to the charity of one's choice. 
As a member of the Furman board in the 
early 1990s, during the contentious arguments 
with the South Carolina Baptist Convention 
over the university's direction and leadership, 
Alester Furman III joined with the majority 
in voting to take control of the board's makeup 
from the convention. At his memorial service 
on June 13, A.V. Huff, Jr., retired vice president 
for academic affairs and dean, spoke of Furman's 
life and legacy and referenced that momentous 
vote in his tribute, from which the following 
is excerpted: 
Alester Furman Ill was born to a family 
of giants, and no one felt the burden of that 
inheritance more than he. He kept a portrait 
of his father hanging at home, but it was not 
an altogether comforting presence. He once 
said that he never felt that his father always 
approved of his business decisions. And at 
least some of the grandchildren felt that Poppy's 
presence was intimidating. But there he stayed. 
"When [in 1990] the Furman trustees 
came to the momentous vote to elect their own 
successors, Alester- with a glance toward the 
portrait of Richard Furman in the boardroom 
and tears streaming down his cheeks - said 
that he felt a unique weight on his shoulders at 
that moment. But he was convinced that insti­
tutional independence was the right thing . . . . 
"He was completely devoted to his family. 
Like the rest of his generation, he went off to 
fight in World War II, but not until he married 
his childhood sweetheart, Mary Simms Oliphant, 
on weekend leave. It was the beginning of a 65-
year, almost storybook marriage. The war forced 
him to be away in the Pacific from first daughter 
Mary for a year, but he was never gone again. 
"His own drive for perfection sometimes left 
his children bewildered, as, for example, when 
he helped them with their math homework. His 
lectures on the meaning of 'zero' left them a little 
cold when what they really needed was more drill 
in the multiplication tables. But with a father 
deeply involved in business and the community, 
they never felt neglected . . . .  
"Those closest to him knew a man who had 
a ready sense of humor and was a deeply caring 
individual. He found a great source of strength 
in L. D. Johnson, his pastor [at Greenville's First 
Baptist Church] and later chaplain at Furman. 
When life crowded in upon him, he turned to 
L. D. for support and comfort. And he never 
hesitated to take others to L.D.'s door. . . .  
"[Although] there were no causes for civic 
improvement in Greenville that he did not 
impact- financially or with his leadership­
his abiding obsession was this university. He 
made gifts, often anonymously, and spent count­
less hours serving on the board of trustees. 
"Perhaps his service on the grounds and 
buildings committee will be remembered longest. 
He did not hesitate to do battle with the uni­
versity architects . . .  and his insistence on just 
the right placement of the university entrance 
signage on Poinsett Highway is legendary among 
university administrators and his family. He 
spent hours, day after day, making sure it was 
in the right spot. 
"Before the naming of the university mall 
in his and Mary Simms' honor, he chided someone 
who commented in his presence that there was 
no structure on campus with his name on it: 
'Why, the whole university has my name.' 
"That was quite enough. Alester was 
convinced that his family's long involvement 
with education provided the best hope for the 
future of humankind." 
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